VII
A SUGGESTION AS TO THE ORIGIN OF
GENDER IN LANGUAGE1
GRAMMARIANS and others have speculated as to the origin
of gender in language. Why should lifeless things be
denominated in many languages by words which seem from
their form to attribute sex to them ? Formerly the answer
came readily enough. If men thus personify things, it is
by virtue of a personifying tendency in the human mind,
just as opium sends people to sleep by virtue of its soporific
qualities. This answer appears less satisfactory now than it
once did, and philologers are casting about for another. A
passage from the journal of an explorer, which I copied out
many years ago, and had occasion to look at again lately for
a different purpose, suggested to me what is, I believe, a new
solution of the problem. I submitted it to friends who are
better judges of such things than I am, and their approbation
encourages me to lay it before the public. It is no more than
a speculation, but, right or wrong, it may serve a useful
purpose if it directs the attention of philologers to a neglected
factor in the evolution of language.
In describing the South American tribes whom he met
with on his journeys, the Spanish traveller F. de Azara
remarks on what he calls an extravagant singularity in the
language of the Mbayas, a tribe who inhabit the valley of
the Paraguay or its tributaries. The women, he says, and
boys before their marriage, give to the words a different
termination from that employed by the grown men, and
sometimes even use different words, so that on hearing them
you would say that they speak two dialects. Something
1 Reprinted from The Fortnightly Review^ January I, 1900, pp. 79-90.
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